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“As she approaches the age of 100, it is truly remarkable that Isca Wittenberg has been able to continue her research into life’s ‘endings and beginnings’ with the same enthusiasm, vigour and intellect she showed in former years.

She now brings her insight into extreme old age: the challenges and losses it presents and the accommodations which need to be arrived at. Far from being a depressing chapter on the frailties accompanying longevity, it gives a life-enhancing insight into how to be positive and still appreciate that which remains: nature, beauty, the joy of family.

She has lost none of her ability to arouse the readers’ emotional involvement in the case studies she describes. On the contrary, her comments are more perceptive than ever. Her particular gift is her ability to make her writing accessible to all: that is, to give complex psychoanalytical insights in language which the layman can also understand.”


Lilian Levy, MBE





Praise for the first edition:

“This is a wonderfully conceived book – on beginnings and endings – that in the author’s hands becomes a portal to review the connecting threads throughout our lives. All of us who worked with or knew Isca Wittenberg at the Tavistock were privileged to be in the presence of a very rare sensibility, characterized by a wise generosity of mind, the spirit of which is immanent throughout this deeply moving book. Now others will be in her company and shall enjoy the privilege of her companionship.”

Christopher Bollas, author, The Shadow of the Object, China on the Mind and The Freudian Moment




“Isca Wittenberg has become very well known for her original approach to thinking about beginnings and endings in life and as they appear and challenge us in clinical and teaching contexts. This book is the fruit of her long engagement with this topic, and it is a most engaging overview of the major transitions in the human life cycle. It is written with freshness and simplicity and offers the reader an encounter with a writer who draws on her personal and professional experience with freedom and zest. A book about everyday life by a far-from-everyday person, which I think will stimulate and charm many, because it imparts wisdom so lightly.”

Margaret Rustin, Child and Adult Psychotherapist




“Reading this book feels like being taken by the hand of a warm-hearted and experienced author going through your own life’s transitions: from life inside the mother to life outside, from separateness to finding new ways of connecting, from home and nursery to school and entering the world of work, from living alone to getting married, and from the experience of bereavement and retirement to the last step: growing old and facing death. The author convincingly includes psychoanalytic theory, vividly described clinical cases and reflections of her own life, while never excluding the spiritual dimension. In all these phases of life she keeps the infant aspects of the grown-ups alive. The book stimulates a deep emotional response on the reader. Isca Wittenberg writes with such liveliness that you think she is a young writer full of life and understanding.”

Professor Gertraud Diem-Wille, training analyst for children, adolescents and adults of the Viennese Psychoanalytic Society and the International Psychoanalytical Association




“A gem of a book. In her late eighties Isca Wittenberg writes as clearly as ever, distilling a lifetime’s experience into a work of genuine wisdom. This book displays a deep psychoanalytic understanding of the lifecourse married with a searching and compassionate mind, and has the added bonus of fascinating autobiographical fragments from one of the luminaries of child psychotherapy.”

Graham Music, Consultant Child Psychotherapist, Tavistock and Portman NHS Trust






EXPERIENCING ENDINGS AND BEGINNINGS

Experiencing Endings and Beginnings highlights the emotional turmoil which, to a greater or lesser extent, accompanies the changes we experience throughout life. It considers the nature of the anxieties aroused by a new situation, changes in our circumstances, beginnings and endings of relationships, gains and losses, and the ending of a previous state throughout the lifespan.

Endings and beginnings are shown to be closely related, for every new situation entered into, more often than not, involves having to let go of some of the advantages of the previous one as well as losing what is familiar and facing fear of the unknown. Isca Wittenberg shows how all these aspects of change evoke primitive anxieties, stemming from our earliest experiences of coming into this world. The book considers life changes including birth and weaning, going to nursery and school, beginning work, marriage, parenthood, and retirement, with reference to clinical examples. This revised edition includes a new chapter by the author examining advanced old age.

Experiencing Endings and Beginnings will be essential reading for psychoanalysts and psychotherapists in practice and in training. It will also be of great interest to other professionals and to readers interested in understanding change across the lifespan.

Isca Wittenberg is a consultant psychoanalytic psychotherapist for children and adults who worked at the Tavistock Clinic for twenty-five years and was vice-chairman of the Tavistock for ten years. She is a lifetime honorary member of the Tavistock Clinic, and her previous books include Psycho-Analytic Insight and Relationships and The Emotional Experience of Teaching and Learning, the latter with contributions from Gianna Williams and Elsie Osborne.
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I have for a long time had the wish to write about experiences of endings and beginnings and to extend the psychoanalytic understanding of human relationships to include the spiritual aspect of human beings, so closely linked to the belief that life is meaningful. Neville Symington’s book “Emotion and Spirit” and our ongoing correspondence inspired me to think further about the need to bring together what he calls, “the core values of the world’s religions” and the psychoanalytic understanding of the mind.

The writing of this book began many years ago, was often interrupted for long periods, but received an impetus from a small group of colleagues who met to study ancient wisdoms such as the Kabbalah and to read the works of modern spiritual-religious writers. We looked at the actions of outstanding leaders, as well as those of ordinary people, who embody their love of mankind and view the resolution of conflict between different nations and religions as an essential part of their life’s work.

I owe very particular thanks to two people from this original group. Ricky Emanuel and Helen Muller met with me on a monthly basis over the last eighteen months to read the drafts of the chapters I was writing for this book. Their constructive criticism, their knowledge and insights, their support in keeping me to task, have been invaluable. I am grateful to Kate Stratton for her careful editorial support. I am very grateful to Oliver Rathbone, Director/Publisher of Karnac Books, for his encouragement and eagerness to see the completed manuscript.

In 2021 I was contacted by Routledge, who had taken over responsibility for Karnac’s titles, telling me that they wanted to bring out a new edition of my book, Experiencing Endings and Beginnings, and wondered whether I wanted to make any changes to it. I answered, telling them that I was keen to add another chapter dealing with mental and emotional aspects of people in their late 80s, 90s and beyond. They agreed to look at the manuscript and accepted it in July 2022. I am grateful to the editors at Routledge for including a new chapter to this edition of the book.

I would like to express my very warm thanks to my friend Lillian Levy for her generosity to volunteer to transcribe and type up the new Chapter Fourteen, Older still and close to death. Her contribution is greatly appreciated.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Isca Wittenberg is a consultant psychoanalytic psychotherapist for children and adults who has worked at the Tavistock Clinic for twenty-five years and was vice-chairman of the Tavistock for ten years. She was a senior tutor in the clinical training of child psychotherapists, has led infant observation seminars in London for fifty years, and trained analysts and psychologists in Vienna and Oslo in infant observation. She has lectured and run seminars in Austria, Germany, Italy, Norway, Spain, and Sweden, and run workshops in Australia and South Africa. She has held temporary professorships at the universities of Turin and Klagenfurt.

She subsequently worked primarily in private practice, doing brief and long-term psychotherapy. She has been made a lifetime honorary member of the senior staff of the Tavistock Clinic where she did some teaching as well as facilitating experiential groups. She has published many articles in professional journals, contributed chapters to a number of psychoanalytic books (including two on autism), and written two books: Psycho-Analytic Insight and Relationships: A Kleinian Approach and The Emotional Experience of Learning and Teaching – the latter including contributions by Gianna Williams and Elsie Osborne. Both books have been translated into many languages.







PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

In her late eighties, Isca Wittenberg’s mind is young. It is such a pity we have to die when the mind is still developing. Couldn’t we instruct the body to wait until the mind has reached the end of its journey? No doubt the body would reply: “Well, when it comes to Isca Wittenberg I would have to keep going, like Methuselah, until 969 years of age.” What is so heartening about this book about endings and beginnings is Isca’s frank admission that only lately (giving hope to those of us who have not yet reached eighty) has she realised that her own shocking upheaval in the event of Hitler’s tyranny, which brought to an end a peaceful life in Germany and the start of life in England as an “enemy alien”, so focused her mind upon endings and beginnings.

She teaches us that a new environment stimulates into life a new mental state within us. Recent research has confirmed this.1 The failure to adapt the mind to the new circumstance always has consequences either great or small, and even the small are not so small once we examine the whole situation carefully. We often don’t realise that we have moved from one environment to another. We go so often from home to work that we may not take in what a huge transition that is. It is also very alarming to realise that, in response to a new environment, a quite different person emerges. We are all multiple personalities. What Isca does is to draw our attention to these changed environments and by bringing these into awareness we then establish a continuity at a deeper level within ourselves. Awareness always implies that an aspect of the mind is embracing the flow of changes that are occurring. It was Martin Buber who pointed out that causality



… is no unbroken sequence but an ever new flashing forth of power and moving out towards its production; it is a volcanic movement without continuity …2




and he goes on to say that continuity is achieved through the agency of a “magic power”. Isca, as witness to us in this book, has this magic power that enables her to be acutely aware of the changed environments.

In this investigation Isca travels from the womb to death. There are so many beginnings and endings. The baby ends his life in the womb and is suddenly cast into a frightening new environment. Isca draws on her enormous experience both of infant observation and of treating young children in psychoanalysis. Of course she not only treats children and adolescents but also adults. She gives the most illustrative cases and shows how the behaviour of young babies differs hugely, as is also true of her adult cases. She shows how mothers manage the very different emotional behaviour of their newborn babies. Just as no adult couple is the same as any other so, too, no two mother-baby couples are ever the same. But Isca draws attention to another dimension. She emphasises that the baby is not only drawn lovingly to her mother but also that the baby is drawn to something beyond. In a letter which she wrote to me six years ago, after I had sent her a paper about reverence of children for their parents, she said:



My feeling is that dependence does include fear as well as love but reverence implies an awareness of goodness which starts at the baby’s wonder at mother’s goodness … I believe that the baby of a few months, looking at mother adoringly, is aware that she contains something that is both hers but also not hers – an endowment which has been given.




In this way she is again in tune with Martin Buber’s view that the baby, from the earliest year, in the womb even, stretches out beyond mother to the whole world. It is that “beyond” that captivates Isca’s soul. It is reminiscent of that remarkable man Macneile Dixon who, in the Gifford Lectures in 1935, said:



The first and fundamental wonder is existence itself. That I should be alive, conscious, a person, a part of the whole, that I should have emerged out of nothingness, that the Void should have given birth not merely to things, but to me. Among the many millions who throughout the centuries have crossed the stage of time probably not more than a handful have looked about them with astonishment, or found their own presence within the visible scene in any way surprising.3




It is this vision which characterises the spiritual dimension. So much of our thinking within the social sciences, within psychology, within psychoanalysis, is rooted in the assumption that the purpose of living is the struggle for survival, that it takes Isca to take us out of this. In this way she is in the tradition of Viktor Frankl, Macneile Dixon, and Tolstoy, who all thought that there was in life a purpose higher than the struggle for survival.

There is an underlying theme to all Isca’s essays in this book: the spiritual dimension that underpins human experience. It is very signifi-cant that she places the spiritual not as something aside from human experience but as something within it. This is so important that, unless emphasised, it could be missed. The spiritual is not something aside from human communication and experience but in it.

In these chapters she treats young children, watches with care and concern the reactions of babies to being weaned and their mothers’ experience of weaning, listens to elderly men and women who have retired from work, talks to the very old who are edging towards the gateway of death. In all these cases Isca helps these people not only to accept their changed situation in life but to see fresh opportunities and purposes in the new environment in which they find themselves. As one looks to see what it is that Isca has done to help them, there does not at first glimpse appear to be any amazing new insights or profound psychological intuitions. So what is it that Isca has done? I think it is quite simple: she is sympathetic to the pain of those who approach her for help. She listens and offers sympathetic understanding, and this helps the person who has approached her. She is in touch with pain. Listening to these accounts which Isca shares with us gives conviction to a truth that has been known by wise people for centuries: that a pain shared, a pain that is understood, does not remove the pain but heals the soul. But why? Because the sufferer is no longer on his own, or her own, but in a shared communion with others. It does not mean that Isca just listens and that the patient’s pain is the same as her own. If this were true it would be a disaster for the patient because then he or she would be moulded into the contours of another’s pain. It is that Isca is able to see into the particular pain of this person who has approached her for help. She can only do this because she is able to experience her own pain, to step aside from the particularity that is hers and see the pain of the other. She does not think that her pain is the same as the other’s pain but her own pain – and her reflection upon it – enables her to see the pain of the other. It is her ability to reflect upon it that is healing for the patient.

It is because Isca is able to know her own pain, then stand outside of it as an observer and see that this is her pain and not the pain of anyone else, that she is able to see the other as other, and the other’s pain as his or her pain. The root, however, of her understanding comes from her own self-knowledge and it is knowledge of her pain and not of anyone else’s that enables her to see into the particular pain of the other.

This ancient wisdom is confirmed by the fact that Isca frequently throws her own experiences into this book. So one senses that when people approach her, they do not feel that here is someone superior to them, someone who will listen patronisingly, but rather someone who is also in the human community and has suffered and suffers just as much as the patient or maybe more. It is not that she tells them her own experiences but that they sense she is their equal. The patient then no longer feels an alienated being but rather one in the midst of life, someone in the human community. A shared pain is a pain that has had the poison siphoned out of it.

This brings me back to what I have said about the spiritual dimension, which is central to her vision of life. This sense of a shared communion implies that there is knowledge that life is more than a struggle for survival; that life has a purpose that goes beyond the practical necessities for survival. She tells of the sad case of a man whom she was able to help whose twenty-three-year-old grandson was killed in a car crash. No one can take away the tragedy of an event like this. Our human lives are studded with disasters that are outside our control. The spiritual dimension teaches us that life, even in the midst of such tragedies, has meaning. This is something that Viktor Frankl managed to hold onto even in the most dire of human circumstances when he was in the concentration camp.4 Isca did not suffer this, the most horrific torture and shame of our generation, but she was close to it. Her father was in one for a short while. So, like Frankl, she did not become bitter or cynical but lived instead knowing that pain is part of life, managed to embrace it in herself, and so then those who sought her help sensed that here was someone who was able to endow them with new hope for their changed circumstances.


Neville Symington



Notes


	1 See Brooks, D. (2011). The Social Animal: The Hidden Sources of Love, Character and Achievement. New York: Random House.

	2 Buber, M. (1937). I and Thou (pp. 35–36). Translated by Ronald Gregor Smith. Second Edition (1958), with a postscript by the author. Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark.

	3 Macneile Dixon, W. (1958). The Human Situation (pp. 72–73). Harmondsworth: Penguin.

	4 Frankl, V. (1962). Man’s Search for Meaning. London: Hodder & Stoughton.










AUTHOR’S NOTE

Much of the clinical work described goes back over very many years; it has therefore not been possible to contact and thank all of those patients I have worked with. I do want to express how deeply indebted I feel to them for enriching my experience.

I have used the male pronoun when writing more generally, and changed names when giving descriptions of the clinical material in order to preserve confidentiality.

I have used the term “projection” in parts of the text although the correct psychoanalytic term for the mechanism involved is “projective identification” (the omnipotent phantasy of being able to split off, temporarily get rid of, parts of one’s personality and put them into another person or, alternatively, to communicate unbearable anxiety; for instance the baby is able to act in a way that engenders in the mother feelings he does not want to have or which he wants his mother to have and respond to). The mechanism may be used by persons of any age in relation to another. I have used the term “projection” in the text as this may be less confusing for the lay readership.

Wishing to bring as many illustrations as possible, I have mainly chosen examples from brief interventions. Being able to do such brief therapeutic work effectively is, however, dependent on engaging in intensive, long-term psychoanalytic work.







CHAPTER ONE
Learning from experience of endings and beginnings
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I have for many years been impressed by the intensity and depth of emotions aroused by beginnings and endings: ending one phase of life and entering a new one, the beginning and the ending of a course of study, becoming part of an organisation and leaving it, starting a new relationship, and ending an old one – life is full of beginnings and endings, constantly facing us with having to deal with change. This book is the result of reflections, based on my professional and personal experiences of the emotional turmoil to which such changes give rise and the ways in which different individuals and groups try to deal with them.

We tend to associate endings with fear and dread. But there are exceptions. For instance, the ending of a miserable, restricting marriage may bring relief; a person who is in constant agonising pain, progressively disabled, may long for her life to end; leaving a country where one is persecuted is a life-saving event. Beginnings tend to be associated with hope and excitement. But there again it is not necessarily so. For instance, having to do a further course of training in order to be employable may be dreaded; being promoted to a senior job may be looked forward to but the responsibility that goes with it may be feared.

Endings and beginnings are intimately linked. Every ending requires us to come to terms with what we have lost and to begin anew. Most beginnings involve having to let go of some aspect of the life, and/or the views on life, that we held before. Getting married, having a baby, acquiring a new house, starting a course of study, a new job, embarking on a new venture, all these events beckon, promising us a richer, happier, more fulfilling life. It is the hope invested in new experiences that makes us look forward to them and to seek them out. Yet the German saying, “Aller Anfang ist schwer”, (“Every beginning is difficult”) draws attention to the fact that starting something new may also be difficult and make us anxious. We may wonder whether we can live up to what is expected of us, not knowing whether we have the physical, mental/emotional capacities needed to deal with the new situation. And while we may wish to get away from what we find unsatisfactory, limiting, frustrating, uninteresting in the present and wish to widen our experience, to learn, explore, create, embark on something new, there remains the uncertainty about whether the new experience will in fact live up to what we desire. Will the baby we long for be beautiful or deformed, will it enrich our lives or rob us of the freedom we enjoy now; will the new house be built on solid foundations; will the new job, the new course of study be disappointing, boring; will the new partner be loving and lovable or too difficult to live with, will we be happier or is it better to remain single and preserve our independence?

Before we embark on any new venture, we weigh up whether it is worth taking the risk to face the as yet unknown. In spite of all the limitations and frustrations in our present life, sticking to the same routine, the same way of conducting our individual and institutional life may feel easier, a safer option. The saying, “Better the devil you know than the one you don’t know”, gives expression to the feeling that however uncomfortable and unsatisfactory our present state, at least it is known, while the unknown holds the potential of danger, making us fearful, sometimes even terrified. We have somehow managed up to now but how will we fare if we open ourselves to a new experience, a new challenge, new knowledge? Change is threatening; it needs faith, hope, and courage to embrace the new experience.

Most beginnings require us not only to let go of what we are familiar with but also to relinquish something that we value or some advantage associated with the previous state. But do we actually have any choice? Only to some extent, for beginnings and endings are an inevitable concomitant of moving through the life cycle: leaving the relative safety of intrauterine existence and beginning life in the outer world, moving from babyhood to becoming a child, giving up the advantages of being the baby; and as we grow up, reach adolescence and adulthood, we have to let go of some of the privileges of being a child and take on the responsibilities that go with becoming an adult. Our relationship with a partner undergoes many adjustments and having a child brings about a major change. The relationship between parents and their offspring also demands constant change, some letting go as the children grow up, leave home, get married, have children of their own. We may look forward to the gains that we hope will accompany every new stage of development yet at the same time some good aspect of the previous phase may have to be relinquished. These losses are likely to make us anxious and angry at times when we might expect – and when others might expect us – to be happy. Resentment at what has to be given up may seriously interfere with the enjoyment of what the new step we have taken may have to offer.

There are also events in life that are primarily marked by loss: being separated, parting from those we love and/or rely on, illness that leaves us with less physical and/or mental powers; loss of work, ageing, bereavement, facing the end of our life. All these endings arouse such dread that they are seldom spoken of or even thought about. Yet being able to be aware of and to face these losses allows us to some extent to prepare ourselves mentally and emotionally. If we avoid doing so, it makes us even more prone to being overwhelmed by panic when the dreaded event actually occurs. We may feel ashamed of the emotional turmoil we find ourselves in, be reluctant to admit it to ourselves and inclined to try to run away from it. Alternatively, we might be overwhelmed by our painful, disturbing emotional state but fear that there is no one who can tolerate our fears, our anger, grief, depression, despair. All this may make us reluctant to communicate, to share our feelings with others. There may indeed be no partner, no friend, no colleague willing to listen, for many people are afraid that they will be infected” by another person’s painful emotional state. Much suffering therefore goes on silently, with individuals being left to manage their pain on their own, making it all the harder for them to bear. We may try to run away from the pain of loss but unless we are able to mourn what we have lost or are about to lose, we will not be able to internalise/preserve within ourselves what has been of value in the past; nor will we be able to build on what we have gained from the past experience and enjoy what is still available to us in the new situation.

We tend to underestimate how powerfully seemingly ordinary beginnings and endings may affect us. As I shall say a great deal about the emotional states evoked by beginnings in the following chapter, I would like to consider here how the disturbing experience of what might be considered an ordinary ending was brought home to me on a brief visit to Australia, some forty years ago. I had been invited for a fortnight to lead seminars for psychiatrists, psychotherapists, social workers, clergy, and general medical practitioners in Brisbane. I requested that in the first week participants bring examples of cases they had recently started seeing while in the second week the focus would be on separation and ending work with their patients/clients.

Most members of the conference showed intense interest and worked hard, clearly desiring to get as much out of this learning opportunity as possible. At times I drew attention to the fact that the clients’ emotional experience at beginning and ending was also likely to be felt by members of the conference both at the start of our relationship and now as it drew to an end. I shared the group’s sense that the conference had been useful and that it had gone well. However, when I entered the meeting on the last day, I was immediately struck by the very different atmosphere that pervaded the room. Members were silent, their posture indicating that they were withdrawing into themselves; some looked angry, some utterly miserable, and some faces bore a vacant expression. They reminded me of children left too long on their own, being so angry that they project their pain, unable or unwilling to verbalise their feelings. Eventually, someone said: “We want a book next time, not someone who goes away and leaves us after a fortnight.” I talked about the disappointment and anger at our time together having come to an end but this did nothing to dispel or lighten the hostility and heaviness that members were clearly feeling. The enormous bouquet of flowers I was handed at the end of the meeting felt to me like a wreath for my grave rather than a gift of appreciation. I felt utterly devastated, guilty and despairing at leaving the group in such a state. I was afraid that their anger at my leaving would lead members of the group to inwardly destroy the work we had done together; that all we had learnt would be lost, their efforts and mine wasted; I feared I might even have left them in a worse state than they had been in before my visit.

The reports I subsequently received from the organiser of the conference seemed to bear this out. There was much fighting between the various professional groups and anger directed at the psychiatrist who had invited me. I blamed myself for not having given enough thought to the ending and for not having prepared them, or myself, for it. I felt that I should have known from my clinical work and from feeling bereft myself at ending even brief engagements, how very painful it is to part, especially when it has been an emotionally intense and precious time. I should have known how essential it is to give time and space to face and share the feelings of frustration, anger, despair, and loneliness to which endings give rise. No doubt the very great expectations put upon me as a visiting teacher from overseas – and at that time such visits were a very rare occurrence – gave an extra edge to the disappointment at my leaving.

I resolved there and then that in future I would pay greater attention to exploring endings with students on any course for which I was responsible. I also determined to try to look at beginnings and endings within organisations, especially in my own place of work, the Tavistock Clinic. I was fortunate to be allowed to introduce experiential groups as part of the Clinic’s introductory event, giving newcomers the opportunity to reflect on and share what they felt at starting their training with us; those who had come from overseas naturally found the beginning especially difficult. I also started a weekly endings seminar in which we discussed ending psychotherapy/analysis with patients whom the students were treating. We looked at how different patients were feeling at ending therapy and at the emotions ending aroused in the therapist, especially if treatment was ended prematurely. It soon became evident that those students who were approaching the end of their training, and therefore leaving the Clinic, were finding it very difficult to be faced with the double task of coping with their patients’ anger at being left and their own feelings about ending their time with us. As one student put it: “I would like to be able to say to my patients: don’t blame me for leaving you, blame the Tavistock for getting rid of me.” Eventually, the professional committee also allowed me to hold an annual institutional ending event at which students and staff who were approaching the end of their time at the Clinic could share their thoughts and feelings about leaving, losing the support of their peer group, their teachers, and the organisation, as well as the pleasure at having qualified and being able to work elsewhere. For a long time I could only find one other permanent staff member, the senior psychologist Elsie Osborne, willing to join me in this new venture. Even after I had retired, students for some years asked for an ending event and the chairman of the Clinic would write to me, asking whether I would be willing to run it – of course, I was and was glad to do so. After a few years, some other permanent staff members became interested in taking it over and the annual ending event eventually became part of the Tavistock Clinic’s regular programme.

I was relieved, in fact thrilled, to be given another chance, two years after the first workshop, to work with the Brisbane group again. This time I structured the conference differently. I was aware that it had been a mistake for me to have led every session. Instead, I asked psychiatrists within the membership to lead the work discussion groups (with ten people in each group) and told them that I was going to lead the plenary meetings for the total membership of fifty people. At the opening plenary, I was asked what I had felt at the end of the previous conference and I thought it useful to give an honest answer. One female psychiatrist had the courage to say that she had not felt any hostility towards me when I left last time but suddenly, on my return, felt in such a state of fury with me that she could hardly get herself to the conference room. Others voiced how awful the ending of the last conference had been. It was very helpful to begin facing such angry emotions openly right from the start. I spoke about how hard it might be for members to get deeply involved again, knowing that we would have to part at the end of two weeks. I told the group that I thought there was a possibility that if we could keep the ending in mind and share our feelings about it, it might not come as such a shock as previously.

We had daily staff meetings: one in the morning and one at the end of the day. Every evening I studied the reports on what had been discussed in the work discussion groups. At first, the cases members had chosen to present were about mothers neglecting their children, mothers deserting the family, cruel mothers, abused children, children needing to be fostered. It was a revelation: it was obvious that the cases they had brought mirrored what they felt about me, the cruel mother of the conference. I put the main themes raised in the work discussion groups on the blackboard so that everyone could see them as they came into the plenary sessions. Before starting to talk about clinical work and looking at useful concepts, the relationship of members to me, the cruel mother who had abandoned them last time and would be leaving them again after a fortnight, was the subject of close scrutiny right from the beginning. Soon other topics, either arising from the work discussion groups or from incidents that happened during the course of the conference, were spoken about and followed through by looking at how learning from our own emotional experience might help us to be in touch with what our patients/clients were experiencing. This time the ending was thought about, prepared for, worked at. (For a fuller description of the work, see Salzberger-Wittenberg, 1978.)

Although we all felt the end to be painful – indeed, in some ways more so than the last time – it was far less hurtful. Having fully faced the frustration and anger, we were able to arrive at feeling sad and grateful for the very emotive experiences we had shared, all summarised in a moving poem written by one of the members. Our meetings had indeed taught us all a great deal (I, of course, shared with the group how much I had learnt from this and the previous conference). Our learning had enriched us all and could be nourished within us, thus forming the basis for further enrichment of our hearts and minds. The clinicians within the group agreed to have a follow-up a month after I had left and at that meeting they decided to found the Brisbane Psychotherapy Association. I felt encouraged to work more than ever in the “here and now” with groups of students as well as to run experiential groups for educational psychologists in training at the Tavistock Clinic.

It may seem strange – as indeed it did to me – that it was only very many years later that it dawned on me that my interest, my sensitive awareness of endings and beginnings, was likely to be due to my own dramatic experiences of having had to leave Germany – where I was born and spent my childhood and early adolescence – and to begin life anew in England. I was nine years old when Hitler came to power. Jewish people in prestigious positions lost their jobs; books by Jewish authors were destroyed. Persecution of Jewish people increased year by year; Jewish children were excluded from attending state schools. Fortunately there were two excellent Jewish schools in Frankfurt, my hometown, but on our way to school we were waylaid and regularly spat at by state school children. I knew not to open my mouth when I saw placards of derogatory pictures and slogans about Jews displayed at street corners for I was aware that it would land me in very serious trouble. My best friend was Hannelore, a Christian girl living in the apartment above us, but her family later had to move out, as it was forbidden for Jews and non-Jews to mix; I never saw or heard from Hannelore again. Quite a number of Jewish families emigrated but many stayed, not able to believe that a man like Hitler would be tolerated by such a civilised, highly cultured society. Others remained because they were unable to obtain a visa to another country or did not want to be parted from old or disabled relatives.

There were more and more prohibitions and attacks on Jews. I could not understand why so many adults remained hopeful that things would change for the better. My father, though aware of our precarious position, felt that as rabbi of a large congregation, he needed to stay to look after his distressed congregants. He declared: “The captain is the last person to leave a sinking ship.” And then, all hell broke loose on the night of 9 November 1938, subsequently called Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass – because all Jewish shops and department stores were broken into as well as other Jewish properties, including the youth centre right next to our house. My father was called early in the morning to witness the burning of his synagogue and also another at which he had officiated. This was followed by the hunting down of all Jewish men – in our town and throughout Germany – who were carted off to concentration camps. Many soon perished, either shot or beaten to death or dying from sepsis following frost-bite, the result of having to stand in thin prison clothes outside the barracks for many hours in the freezing cold winter nights. One of my teachers died that way. I anxiously looked out of the window each day, hoping that the postman was not carrying a small, wooden box, for that was the way the ashes of the deceased were delivered to their families. Nazi youths broke into our flat in the night, shouting: “Now for the first time in your life you children will learn to do work.” I was so sure that we were to be taken to a concentration camp that I started to put on my clothes. Instead we were marched into my father’s study and made to throw the Hebrew books from our third floor flat into the yard below.

We learnt that it was possible to get men released from concentration camp (unlike later, when war had broken out) if one could show evidence that one was about to get a visa and would leave Germany within a short time. My mother immediately phoned friends from all over the world and within fourteen days a telegram arrived offering my father a position as rabbi of a congregation in Los Angeles. My mother rushed with it to the Gestapo (Nazi secret service) and a week later my father came home, hardly recognisable and suffering from double pneumonia. He would not have survived another day or two in the camp. There followed another four months of waiting for temporary visas to enter Britain (due to the quota system applied by the USA we would have had to wait years to obtain an American visa). My father had to report to the Gestapo every week, was shouted at and threatened with being sent back to Dachau concentration camp because we had not yet left Germany. What sustained me at this time was my mother’s courage and my father’s faith.

On Easter Monday 1939 we were at last able to fly to England, taking with us one small suitcase and ten shillings each – and my cello – which was all we were allowed.
OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Bookmarks



		Cover


		Endorsements


		Half Title


		Title


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Preface to the First Edition


		Author’s Note


		Chapter One Learning from experience of endings and beginnings
























Pagelist



		i


		ii


		iii


		iv


		v


		vi


		vii


		viii


		ix


		x


		xi


		xii


		xiii


		xiv


		xv


		xvi


		xvii


		xviii


		xix


		xx


		xxi


		xxii


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9




























































































































































































Guide



		Cover


		Endorsements


		Half Title


		Title


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		Acknowledgements


		About the Author


		Preface to the First Edition


		Author’s Note


		Start of Content











OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
EXPERIENCING
ENDINGS sxo BEGINNINGS
From Birth to Old Age

Isca Wittenberg

2% EDITION





OEBPS/Images/Logo.jpg
é Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
L ONDON AND NEW YORK





OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-BI.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-B.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-R.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/LinLibertine-I.otf


